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One expedient against the land-holding oligarchy
which Roman traditions as well as present needs might
have suggested, it was scarcely possible for Otto to use.
He could not invoke the friendship of the Third Estate,
for as yet none existed. The Teutonic order of free-
men, which two centuries earlier had formed the bulk
of the population, was now fast disappearing, just as in
England all who did not become thanes were classed as
ceorls, and from ceorls sank for the most part, after
the Conquest, into villeins. It was only in the Alpine
valleys and along the shores of the ocean that free
democratic communities maintained themselves. Town-
life there was none, till Henry the Fowler forced
his forest-loving people to dwell in fortresses that might
repel the Hungarian invaders; and the burgher class thus
beginning to form was too small to be a power in the
state. But popular freedom, as it expired, bequeathed to
the monarch such of its rights as could be saved from the
grasp of the nobles; and the crown thus became what
it has been wherever an aristocracy presses upon both,
the ally, though as yet the tacit ally, of the people.
More, too, than the royal could have done, did the im-
perial name invite the sympathy of the commons. For
in all, however ignorant of its history, however unable to
comprehend its functions, there yet lived a feeling that it
was in some mysterious way consecrated to Christian
brotherhood and equality, to peace and law, to the
restraint of the strong and the defence of the helpless.